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These stories come from research I did
for a statewide LGBTQ+ history study with
the organization Preservation Maryland,
and the presentations I’ve been doing
with some amazing colleagues ever since.
This gay 1little history 2zine is my at-
tempt to provide an accessible way to
read and learn about the history of
LGBTQ+ geople in Maryland and occasional-
ly in other, less interesting places.

People in our community rarely get an op-
portunity to learn our history, so I want
it to be as available as I can make it. I
also want to make it fun, a lot of this
history 1is really ridiculous in a sort of
melodramatic, campy way.

If you want to get into the nitty-gritty,
if you want nuance, and you don’t mind
reading something a 1little more serious
and dry, you should check out my website
at www.mdhistory.gay, it has longer, bor-
inger, more academic articles I adapt
these from. If you like it, please let me
know! If you don’t, well, you can’t say I
didn’t warn you

If you have questions about these stories
or queer history in general, I can be
reached through my history Instagram:

émdhistory.gay
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about me:

Ben Egerman 1s a librarian in Baltimore. That’s

it. That’s all youre getting.
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pression and responded with wit and camp
and refused to be cowed. It’s not really
a story of queers winning, 1like Stone-
wall, but 1t’s very much a story of the
cops losing. Who doesn’t love that?

I wanted to write about this era because
we’re in another period of backlash and
repression coming from the federal gov-
ernment. It can be tempting to isolate,
it can be easy to be paralyzed with fear
and outrage. But that’s not how queers
have survived these ¢times. We’ve sur-
vived by creating and maintaining spaces
to meet each other, to care for each oth-
er, to have sex with each other, to be
with each other, and build something to-
gether that can sustain us 1in handling
oppression and 1in fighting against 1it.
It’s what we still need to be doing.

So go to a gay bar or a queer dance night
somewhere. Create a transfem 1lesbian
knitting circle. Have your favorite
queers over for dinner. Support 1local
drag. Buy coffee for a bisexual. Make
things together, whether it’s art or food
or even—wait for it—a zine. Build comnmu-
nity. That’s how we get through the diffi-
cult times.

Just don’t make another history =zine.
That’s my gig. Don’t even try.
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The Pepper Hill:

—— The 1955 Raid that Broke

the Baltimore Police

By Ben Egerman June 2025

Welcome to the second of my gay 1little
history 2zines! If you read my flrst one,
welcome back! If you didn’t, you have no
one to blame but yourself. This zine,
we’re diving into the wonderful world of
the Lavender Scare, a fun 1little time
when the US government made it their mis-
sion to hunt down and flre all their queer
employees.. in order to fight communism!

..Hmm, that doesn’t sound very fun at all,
let’s try again: This zine, we’re going
to go right into the fun and exciting
story of (*checks notes*) a homophobic
mass arrest!

~Damn, that’s not much better. One last
try: This zlne, we’re goling to talk about
the time the Baltimore police raided a
gay bar and fucked it up so badly 1t got
every cop 1nvolved fired or Jailed! Yeah,
that’s more like it. Knew we’d get there.

-----------------------------------------

The Lavender Scare of the 1950s and 60s
was the anti-gay counterpart to McCarthy-
ism. In a book called, wait for 1t, The
Lavender Scare, Historian David K. John-
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son explains how an anti-gay moral panic
was baked 1into Cold War fearmongering:
queer government employees were labelled
“security risks,” supposedly vulnerable to
Soviet spies who would threaten to ‘out’
them unless they divulged state secrets.

There was zero evidence this was actually
happening, but that didn’t stop the govern-
ment from purging thousands of queer em-
ployees. A cycle got going where an agency
or department would be accused of being
soft on communism, so they would filre as
many queers as they could find to show how
seriously they cared about national securi-
ty. Congress got regular reports on how
many “perverts” had been purged. Newspapers
celebrated mass firings. The witch-hunts en-
couraged local authorities to do their own
crackdowns. We’re golng to be 1looking at
one of those crackdowns in Baltimore.

It wasn’t a particularly great time to be a
queer person working for the government.
Or 1living in DC. Or nearby. Like in Mary-
land. But that’s only part of the story. It
was also an era when queer people were find-
ing 1t easier to flnd one another, where
queer spaces were popping up, and where
queer culture was developing and becoming
more visible.

The getting arrested and filred and ostra-
cized part did suck though.
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In the late ’60s, the city started cracking
down again. The 1liquor board banned bars
from serving “female impersonators”—meaning
drag queens and trans women—or having them
as performers, although this was later
struck down in court. Cops hit a few spots
with raids. But Just 1like in other cities,
as the rebellious 60s wore on, younger
queer and trans folks fought back more and
more, leading up to a mini-riot at Cicero’s
Bar in 1971 where police raiders were
forced to retreat under a hail of ashtrays
and bottles. That would prove to be the
last major bar raid in Baltimore’s history.

On Saturday, October 1st, 1955, a 1little
after 11PM, the Baltimore Police Depart-
ment’s vice squad entered the Pepper Hill
Club and arrested everyone inside thinking
it°’d be an easy way to score some quick po-
litical points.

They were wrong. Sucks to suck, Jerks.

----------------------------------------

The Conclusion:

What’s amazing to me about the Pepper Hill
raid is that when people later talked about
it, they did so not as some horrible trage-
dy that had been imposed on the community,
but of a time when the community faced re-

23

In the late ’60s, the city started cracking
down again. The 1liquor board banned bars
from serving “female impersonators”—meaning
drag queens and trans women—or having them
as performers, although +this was 1later
struck down in court. Cops hit a few spots
with raids. But Just 1like in other cities,
as the rebellious 60s wore on, younger
queer and trans folks fought back more and
more, leading up to a mini-riot at Cicero’s
Bar 1in 1971 where police raiders were
forced to retreat under a hail of ashtrays
and bottles. That would prove to be the
last major bar raid in Baltimore’s history.

On Saturday, October 1st, 1955, a 1little
after 11PM, the Baltimore Police Depart-
ment’s vice squad entered the Pepper Hill
Club and arrested everyone inside thinking
it°’d be an easy way to score some quick po-
litical points.

They were wrong. Sucks to suck, Jerks.

The Conclusion:

What’s amazing to me about the Pepper Hill
raid is that when people later talked about
it, they did so not as some horrible trage-
dy that had been imposed on the community,
but of a time when the community faced re-

23



The Impact:

This 1s the story of the very strange
circumstances of a 1955 police raid on a
Baltimore gay bar that didn’t Jjust back-
fire, it blew up the entire chain of com-
mand. One vice squad raid triggered a
cascade: indictments, resignations, fir-
ings, and trials that gutted the city’s
police 1leadership. And for the next
twelve years, there were no raids at Bal-
timore’s gay bars.

Word spread. ONE magazine, the country’s
first national gay publication, noted it
from L.A., hoping it would set a prece-
dent (it didn’t). It made the rounds in
early “homophile” circles in D.C.,
Philly, and New York, too.

Decades 1later, many members of the gay
community who had frequented the Pepper
Hill Club-—again, shamefully only white
community members—remembered the impact
of the raid clearly. In an interview with
several, one saild, “That was the decision
that made 1t okay. For gay people to be
in a bar.. Everything you can do in a gay
bar these days stems from that arrest,”
Another put it simpler: “It was kind of
like Stonewall.”
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On October 1, 1955, Jjust after 11 PM,
the Baltimore Police Department's vice
squad stormed into the Pepper Hill Club-—
the city’s biggest gay bar—and arrested
all 162 people inside, saying they had
earlier found “evidence of homosexuali-
ty” (*gasp*). According to the Baltimore
Sun, it was the largest nightclub raid
in city history, and police struggled to
find enough jail space.

But what’s interesting 1is what happened
afterwards. The backlash was massive:
police were denounced by two Judges,
state politicians, and the press. The
police chief was summoned to the state
capital to explain his actions. The vice
squad was abolished. Most officers in-
volved lost their Jjobs, some wound up in
Jail. It ended the police commissioner’s
career.

But most importantly, the BPD backed off
mass raids on gay bars for over a dec-
ade.

The Bar:

From 1953 to the late 1960s, the Pepper
Hill Club was the spot for Baltimore’s
gays and lesbians-well, some of them. It
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“That was
the deci-
sion that
made 1t
okay. For
%ay people
O be 1In a
bar.”
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protecting corrupt cops. The raid on the
Pepper Hill Club was one of the first in-
cidents they listed.

At the hearing, things got messy. Dis-
graced ex-cops claimed Hepbron had fired
them to cover up his own corruption and
revealed meetings between him and multi-
ple mafla bosses. Hepbron denied every-
thing, blaming disgruntled ex-employees
and insisting the mafla stuff was all tak-
en out of context.

Ultimately, it came down to the Governor,
who wasn’t willing to flre him. He did,
however, say that Hepbron had shown “poor
Jjudgement” hanging out with mafia bosses
and sald the scandals had crippled Hep-
bron’s ability to 1lead. He suggested—
strongly—that maybe it was time for Hep-
bron to resign.

Hepbron refused, as he only had two years
left 1n his term. Robinson kept up the
pressure, and in 1961, the Governor qui-
etly replaced him. James Hepbron would
never work in law enforcement or govern-
ment again.
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stood on the edge of “the Block,” a neon-
1it stretch of East Baltimore Street
lined with strip clubs, and was listed in
military “vice reports” as a well-known
“homo hangout.” For the homos who hung
out there, the experience could be life-
changing.

“It was like the
closet door just blew
right off the hinges
that night.

I walked in there
and I knew that my
life had changed.”

—Jim B.

It’s hard to overstate how mnmuch spaces
like the Pepper Hill Club meant to mid-
century gays and lesbians. Bars were rare
semi-public places to be open and build a
shared 1identity and cultures of resili-
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ence or resistance together. They were
particularly important for 1lesbians (a
significant portion of the crowd at Pepper
Hill) 1living in a world where women were
usually excluded from social spaces 1like
bars and clubs.

Inside, the wusual rules of gender and
sexuality could be somewhat suspended.
Men could be flamboyant, women could be
butch, and Jjust generally, queers could
be, uhhhh, queer. There were show tunes,
and later—a 1lesbian rockabilly house
band. It was queer, it was campy, and for
anyone who had never been somewhere where
they could let their guard down, walking
in was nothing short of a revelation.

But shamefully, it wasn’t 1like that for
everyone:

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

“T didn't realize it
at the time, but it

was a racist bar. It
didn't allow any

Black people in.”
—Jim B.
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had replaced the vice squad during the
Pepper Hill fallout.

In October, the Grand Jury indicted two
high-ranking BPD officers on charges of
running protection rackets, planting evi-
dence, and ordering officers to commit per-
Jjury. They were the head of Rackets Divi-
sion and his second-in-command: Hyman
Goldstein.

Hepbron once again promised to clean
house, vowing to lead “the biggest BPD
shakeup in three decades.” More and more
officers were suspended or quietly pushed
into retirement, 1including former vice
squad bully Edward Kirby—a man who David
Lehman had once called an “ugly, fat, red-
faced dick.”

The probes continued working their way
through the force’s leadership, resulting
in a number of resignations or filrings and
several other criminal charges. In early
1958, Forrester and Goldstein were put on
trial, and they were both found guilty.

Any effort on Hepbron’s part to seem like
he was earnestly flghting corruption was,
Just 1like before, unsuccessful. In 1959,
all 36 of Baltimore’s state delegates
called a hearing demanding his removal,
formally charging him with flouting citi-
zens’ rights, tolerating brutality, and
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public outrage and multiple investiga-
tions, he tried to portray himself as a
reformer who would clean up the BPD. He
wasn’t very successful.

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

The Fallout:

In early 1956, the city’s delegates to
the state house “invited” Hepbron and the
officers involved in the Pepper Hill raid
to Annapolis to explain their actions.
Delegate Robinson demanded to know what
was being done to prevent another mass
arrest.

Those hearings don't seem to be recorded.
But whatever was sald, it didn’t seem to
convince Robinson, who afterwards com-
pared Hepbron to a Nazi SS offlcer who
hated the Constitution. He was most in-
furiated to find out that instead of fac-
ing discipline, Sergeant Goldstein had
been promoted.

By 1957, the scandals were snowballing.
Multiple investigations 1into police cor-
ruption were in full swing, revealing al-
most daily allegations of shakedowns,
planted evidence, cover-ups, bribes, and
brutality. Most of 1t focused on Hep-
bron’s hand-picked Rackets Division that
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When the Pepper Hill Club opened in 1953,
it was whites-only, like the vast majori-
ty of Baltimore’s white establishments of
the time. But as that began to change—due
to the successes of the Civil Rights
movement both in Baltimore and nationally
—the Pepper Hill continued to exclude
Black patrons, even after the Civil
Rights Act made it illegal. Several years
after segregation was outlawed, a spin-
off bar run by former staff was found
guilty in state court of refusing Black
customers service.

If you asked patrons, I’m sure they would
say 1t was the owner’s decision. The
owner would usually say it’s the staff’s
discretion, and the staff would say they
were Just doing what the patrons wanted.
They were all right. Overt racism among
whites in Baltimore in the 50s and 60s
was absolutely the norm. Hell, John Wa-
ters even made a movie (and then a musi-
cal) about it.

So while some cities had a norm of queer
spaces rejecting segregation, many of
Baltimore’s white gay bars clung to 1it.
In fact, Black queer resistance to racist
bar owners and managers 1s a common
throughline in the city’s LGBTQ+ history.
Black queer spaces did exist, but they
were usually short-lived affairs or only
welcoming on specific nights. A Black gay
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were Just doing what the patrons wanted.
They were all right. Overt racism among
whites in Baltimore in the 50s and 60s
was absolutely the norm. Hell, John Wa-
ters even made a movie (and then a musi-
cal) about it.

So while some cities had a norm of queer
spaces rejecting segregation, many of
Baltimore’s white gay bars clung to it.
In fact, Black queer resistance to racist
bar owners and managers 1s a common
throughline in the city’s LGBTQ+ history.
Black queer spaces did exist, but they
were usually short-lived affairs or only
welcoming on specific nights. A Black gay
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bar named Tillie’s was noted in a 1943
military report and a few other bars crop
up, but most of their names seem lost to
history. So even though they were exclud-
ed from Pepper Hill, the city’s Black
queers were creating similar spaces for
themselves and each other.

The Lead-Up:

By the time of the Pepper Hill raid, 1955
had already been a banner year for BPD
repression against queer people. On New
Year’s Eve, they raided a private house
party hosted by a Black public school
teacher and his white partner, arresting
eleven men for dancing together and kiss-
ing. Nine were —convicted. The city
dropped Charges against two HBCU profes-
sors, who were still outed and lost their
Jobs.

After reading this, a Baltimore Afro-
American reader tipped off police about
similar parties hosted by the “Friendship
Club,” a group of young Black men in West
Baltimore (all 17 to 22). A party was
raided and everyone was charged with sod-
omy or “perverted sex practices.”
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“Some of our po-
lice are either
too stupid to
be law enforce-
ment offlcers or
have succumbed

to bribes.”
-James H.

Hepbron was open about the problem. In a
speech a few months prior, he told the
crowd, “you know and I know that no sizea-
ble racket can run for long unless some of
our police are either too stupid to be law
enforcement officers or have succumbed to
bribes.” (Or both. A lot of times it was
both.)

One week after the raid, Hepbron dissolved
the vice squad entirely. In 1its place, he
created a new “Rackets Division” to focus
on organized crime. He promised to use
modern tools, including polygraphs, to in-
vestigate 1internal misconduct. Faced with
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sioner James Hepbron promised that such
mass arrests wouldn’t happen again.

It might be surprising to see this level
of pushback in the conservative 1950s.
But the BPD had been under fire for years
for corruption and misconduct. Critics
like Robinson saw the raid as Just one
more example of the department’s corrup-
tion and abuse of power

In 1951, a Grand Jury accused BPD of
widespread bribe-taking, implicating the
captains of multiple police stations and
begging the police chief to start an in-
vestigation. He didn’t. The next year, a
different jury complained about police
having low morale because of the allega-
tions and bravely decided to drop the
matter.

Just one day before the Pepper Hill raid,
Commissioner Hepbron acknowledged that a
member of the vice squad was under inves-
tigation for taking protection money from
bookies and club owners. He promised to
start 1investigating allegations of cor-
ruption and brutality. The city Liquor
Board launched its own probe into police
behavior in Baltimore’s vice zones—
including around Pepper Hill.
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Routine crackdowns and small raids here
and there were common. In 1953, 19 were
arrested in a raid on Paul’s Tavern, an-
other gay bar. That same year, undercover
cops arrested men cruising in the central
Enoch Pratt Free Library bathrooms. It
wasn’t conflned to queer spaces, either.
Strip clubs on the Block faced constant
police harassment, and the area’s
bookstores were targeted for selling
porn. At a time where the heterosexual
nuclear family was practically worshipped
(aka the Leave It To Beaver Era) the BPD
worked overtime to suppress the seedier
aspects of 1life in Baltimore City.

And, it wasn’t Jjust 1local-this all was
happening with the backdrop of the Laven-
der Scare. The government and media por-
trayed “sexual deviants” as national se-
curity risks, as anti-American, as dan-
gerous, and most 1importantly—as a public
problem that the state needed to “fix.”
This context gave the police wide lati-
tude to repress qQueers. The exposure of
teachers and government employees 1in
raids Jjustified 1itself: the police were
doing their Jjob to rid our institutions
of the homosexual menace.

Baltimore police clearly leaned into this
moral panic. Right after the Pepper Hill
raid, a spokesperson clalimed that most
arrestees were from D.C. which was, shock
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of shocks, a complete 1lie. This didn°’t
stop the cops from saying it was happen-
ing because DC police were running a new
“drive on homosexuals in the nation’s
capital” that threatened to overrun Bal-
timore. The message was clear: Baltimore
wouldn’t be a safe haven for D.C. devi-
ants.

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

The Raid

One Saturday night in 1955, 22-year-old
art student David Lehman was at his usual
weekend haunt flirting with a tall, hand-
some classmate named Roger. Roger 1loved
dogs, David did not. So, naturally, he
pretended to be fascinated, asking about
breeds and making small talk, hoping he
could play his cards right and they’d
spend the night together.

But then he noticed that the bar felt
more crowded. Two men climbed onto tables
with cameras and began taking flash pho-
tos. At flrst, the crowd played along,
campily striking poses and Joking. But
David felt the mood shift as people got
restless:
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The next month, police made good on their
threat, dragging club owners Mort Cohen
and Victor Lance into court for running a
“disorderly house.”

This time, the Jjudge had even 1less pa-
tience for the cops. Judge James K. Cul-
len not only threw the charges out—he
said the police’s actions should be
“severely condemned.” He accused them of
lying about the raid’s spontaneity and
said they could’ve “quietly” targeted In-
dividual homosexuals instead of arresting
everyone in a legal, licensed business.
He ruled the police actions 1illegal and
their credibility shot. As he dismissed
the case, the courtroom erupted in
cheers.

The next day, The Sun ran a sharply word-
ed editorial titled “The Police Did It
the Wrong Way,” agreeing with Cullen.
They felt that police should have only
arrested individuals (for being homosexu-
al) and not everyone in the bar (some of
whom might not even be homosexuals). If a
place 1s a problem, they said, police
should Just get the Liquor Board to shut
it down legally and bureaucratically. How
enlightened.

Facing condemnation from the courts, pol-
iticians, and the press, Police Commis-
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Cardin was pissed. He declared the raid a
waste of his time and public resources,
saying (according to David) to the po-
lice, “this 1s ridiculous—what have you
done?” He dismissed all the charges ex-
cept for flve people accused of resisting
arrest.

Humiliated, Sergeant Goldstein told the
press he’d bring charges against the
bar’s owners instead. This, it turns out,
was not a great 1idea.

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

The Backlash:

The fallout from the Pepper Hill raid
came quick. BPD leadership distanced
themselves and said they knew nothing
ahead of time. By Monday, Jerome Robin-
son, a State Delegate from Baltimore,
slammed the BPD for the mass arrest and
Goldstein for appointing himself the
Jjudge of community morals.

Robinson wasn’t exactly an ally to queer
folks, though. He saw homosexuality as a
mental 1llness and believed psychia-
trists, not police, should handle what he
called “the public problem of massing ho-
mosexuals 1In 1licensed establishments.”
Still, he saw the raid as an unacceptable
overreach.
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It wasn’t burning-it was a raid. Cops
claimed they decided to raid the club af-
ter undercover offlcers saw “evidence of
homosexuality” earlier that night. In re-
ality, the operation was clearly pre-
planned. The street outside was blocked
off; packed with cops, gawkers, flve police
cars and six paddy wagons. Even that was-
n’t enough: it took cops 24 trips to haul
everyone 1in.

Jails overflowed. David and Roger were
crammed into a tiny cell with another man,
shaken, sleepless, and worried about what
would come next. The biggest fear was pub-
lic exposure—papers often printed names
after raids, and the consequences could be
life-ruining. Luckily for them, only the
owners and staff were listed. As it turns
out, the cops had arrested too many homo-
sexuals for the Sun to even name.

Earlier, David had hoped to spend the
night with his dreamy, dog-loving class-
mate. Technically, he got what he wanted,
but this probably wasn’t how he’d pictured
it.

oooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo

The Courtroom:

With Jails overflowing, police -couldn’t
wait until Monday’s regular court session.
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They hauled everyone into court Sunday
morning, where Magistrate Meyer M. Cardin
(father of future Senator Ben Cardin) was
roused to deal with the chaos.

While The Sun downplayed it as “several
outbursts,” David recalled 1t as total
mayhem. The bar’s energy followed them
into the courtroom—some strutted down the
alsle like drag qQueens on a catwalk; oth-
ers openly mocked police testimony. A
hallway full of 1lesbians heckled the
cops. An officer David described as an
“ugly, fat, red-faced dick,” claimed
someone had “touched his privates,” and a
voice from the crowd shouted, “Who would
bother?”—to laughter and applause. David
described it all as “outrageous.” The
lead offlcer, Sergeant Hyman Goldstein,
complained that “the majority of these
people seem to regard this whole incident
as a great big joke.”

Cardin was clearly annoyed at the police
for bringing him in on a Sunday morning.
After two defendants nervously pled
guilty, he offered them a do-over once he
heard the paper-thin evidence. When shown
the photos, he sald he saw only “a crowd
having a good time on a Saturday night.”
The rest of the police case boiled down
to one officer saying a man had touched
his leg and vague claims of hand-holding
and kisses.
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